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Introduction
The informative impact of the internet on today's society is certainly manifold. Digital technologieshave not only multiplied the number of information sources and the amount of available information, but they have also transformed the nature of such information by providing increasingly interactive and networked content (Hardy, Jamieson & Winneg, 2009 ).Two main areas of the information environment have been particularly affected by the internet. The first relates to the flow of information which has been heavily accelerated, while the second concerns the access to information, with the online medium offering countless choices and opportunities (McNair, 2009) . The current transformationsin the media and information environment, however, are not only due to the increase in available information but also to a surgein demand for information. In this regard, according to Bennet and Iyengar (2008) , the internet has played a decisive role in shaping an information greedy culture.
Nowadays, citizens increasingly expect accuracy, accountability and transparency from information sources, whether private or public. The internet, with its limitless capacity for content diversity and quantity (Tewksbury and Rittenberg, 2012 ) is the engine driving such a demand, facilitating the development of an open information environment (Milakovich, 2010) .
By extension this abundance of information also applies to the realm of politics. Citizens searching for political information can access onlineinnumerable and diverse sources, from political institutions, candidates and news organisations to bloggers, video-sharing websites,non-profit organisations and private citizens (Bennet & Iyengar, 2008; Kenski & Stroud, 2006; Tewksbury & Rittenberg, 2012) . Cavanaugh (2000) calls the internet a political wall-mart, a single resource from which to obtain a wide variety of political information. The online medium can, in fact, complement traditional media but also operate as an alternative informative source (Calenda & Mosca 2007) . Tewksbury and Rittenberg (2009) consider these changes in the information environment an information revolution and highlight its political consequences.They note how citizens are more and more likely to use the internet to obtain political information and how, online, politically engaged citizens can take advantage of the richness of information and become more effective than ever in terms of political participation.Some academics go even further beyond and describe the internet as a potentially democratic device. Milakovich(2010) regardsthe increase of political information triggered by the internet an opportunity for the development of a more widely informed electorate, which is considereda major component of any healthy democratic system. Similarly, Fallows (2002) asserts that the internetbenefits democracy as it expands people's horizons exposing them to new ideas. Not only academia, but also political institutions have acknowledged the informative and democratic potential of the internet. The Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe (2009) has, in fact, recognised that new media have improved the public access to information and that such improvement is generating better conditions for citizens' political engagement.
A voice outside this optimist chorus is Polat (2005) , who identifies five factors limiting the internet's contribution to the creation of a more informed society.The first limitation is associated to the information overload. Polat stresses that humans can only process a certain limited amount of information. She refers to Percy Smith (1995) , who argues that wide availability of information could negatively impact democracy as citizens may feel overwhelmed and become dependent on external institutionsfor organising and understanding such information.The second factor is the limited range and diversity of arguments resulting from media gatekeeping. Consideringhow in the U.S.major media companies such as Time Warner and AOL have invested heavily on the web and how search engines favour certain websites rather than others, Polatobserves that the internetmay not be completely immune to the power structures operating in the offline world. By the same token, Brundidge (2007) points out the elitist nature of the online information environment which she believes to be dominated by a limited number of agenda setters. However, Brundidge recognizes that such agenda setters are not necessarilyassociated withmajor political parties and media and, consequently, do not always duplicate offline power structures.The third limitation is the unequal distribution of resources. Polat argues that on balance the internetbenefits people who are already in a better position in terms of skills, income and physical access to political information.The fourth limitation is related tohow internet users differ in terms of motivations and web usages. To back up her argument Polat considers the study of Shah,McLeod and Yoon(2001) showing that people with low education tend to use the internet mainly for entertainment while better educated people employ the internetmore for informationalpurposes. The third and fourth limitations are linked to Tichenor, Donohue and Olien's (1970) knowledge gap theory. Bimber (2003) by Bimber (2003) is the tendency of selective exposure of internet users which can generate fragmentation and lead to a polarised society lacking of shared knowledge.
This paper focuses on this latter aspect, namely the potential of the internet to promote selective exposure. The theory of selective exposure finds its roots in Festinger's (1957) cognitive dissonance theory and suggests that to elude cognitive discomfort individuals tendto expose themselves to pro-attitudinal information while avoiding conflicting perspectives (Klapper, 1960) .To date these theoretical claims have received mixed support (Brundidge, 2007) .As reported by Holbert, Garrett, and Gleason (2010, pp. 19-20) , there are studies challenging the premise that ideological homogeneity is psychologically desirable (Frey 1986 ) and arguing that selective exposure does not necessarily lead to the avoidance of attitude-discrepant information (Chaffee, Saphir, Graf, Sandvig & Hahn, 2001; Garrett, 2009; Webster, 2007) .In the last decade the changes occurred in the information environment have brought renewed attention to the issue of selective exposure. According to Bimber and Davis (2003) ,the internet offers the conditions most conducive to selective exposure. This is dueto (2001), the traditional mass-media models of news dissemination may not be applicable to the internet because onlineaudiencesacquire information even when they are not deliberately looking for it. Traditional models, in fact, conceptualize news exposure as an intentional processwhereasinternet users can obtain information in an incidental fashion, as "a byproduct of their other online activities" (Tewksbury et al., 2001, p. 533) .
Among the various internet tools, social networking websites (SNSs) appear to be particularly prone to accidental exposure (Baresch, Knight, Harp & Yaschur, 2011 (Boyd & Ellison, 2007, p. 211) . Because of the increasing possibilities of sharing contentoffered by SNSs many internet users organize and obtain their news via their social networks (Baresch et al. 2011) . Research has attested to the political relevance of SNSs and found that one of the main motivations behind their usageis to gather political information (Rainie & Smith, 2011) . Lerman and Ghosh (2010) 
Sampling
A pragmatic approach has been applied to sampling. The target populations of this investigation arethe British and Italian Facebook populations minus the 13-17, and 65+ years old age groups. The 13-17 years old age group has been excluded from the study in order to avoid ethical issues. The 65+ age group has not been taken into consideration as, in both countries, it represents a very small fraction of the total Facebook population and finding participants fitting within this category could have proved particularly problematic.
A stratified-snowball sampling strategy has been adopted to recruit respondents for the online (Table II) . The themes were established taking into consideration the academic literature (i.e. prior research code development) and the questionnaire's results. Finally, the themes were reviewed and revised during the analysis ofthe qualitative content (i.e. datadriven code development). This three-step process can be described as theory-driven coding (Boyatzis, 1998) . 
Results
The current paper aims to assess whether Facebook could operate as an antidote against political fragmentation and polarization. In order to do so both the relevance of Facebook as a political information source and its capability to facilitate the exposure to counter-attitudinal information have to be addressed. The first issue has been examined through the quantitative data while the qualitative results have been employed to explore the second matter.
Quantitative Results
From the quantitative results it emerges that in the BS the most used channel for each of the considered information activities is the internet whileFacebook and offline related activities display identical scores. In the IS,Facebook is the most used political information channel, followed by the internetand the offline world. In terms of intensity of activity, the BS displays low scores in relation to the consumption of political information whereas the IS shows a (Socialbakers, 2013) . This data shows that Facebook is not yetuniversal.In this sense, it would be possible to talk of a Facebook divide which may limit this SNS' contributions and relevance to society.
Qualitative Results
Facebook's ability to reduce selective exposure has been assessed through the qualitative data.
In particular, this paper explores the thesis that Facebook users may be inadvertently exposed to counter-attitudinal political information. As these statements illustrate, from the interviews it appears that in both samples it is common for Facebook users to acquire politically-diverse information: Tewksbury and Rittenberg (2012) describe the online consumption of news and political information as a multistep process. Online audiences can purposively select political information but also be accidentally exposed to it. As mentioned in the Introduction section, active selection is a necessary condition for the occurrence of selective exposure. On Facebook, people who are interested in politics can follow political pages and news organizations or even be members of political groups. In this case,Facebook users proactivelyselect informative sources and, as a consequence, selective exposure may take place.
In both samples the interviews confirm that the Facebook environment isnot immune to the dynamics of selective exposure.However, the qualitative data also show thatactive selection of information does not lead automatically to selective exposure. In accordance with Frey's (1986) In the accidental route users are passively and inadvertently exposed to information. Like the previous route, this can lead to the exposure to both reinforcing and counter-attitudinal 
Conclusions
This paper contributes to the strand of research investigatingthe relationship between the internet and the phenomenon of selective exposure. Focusing on the case of Facebook, it provides evidence in support of Brundidge's (2010) inadvertency thesis.In theFacebook environmentaccidental dynamics strongly intervene in the diffusion of political information and users may be inadvertently exposed to political difference. Active selection is a necessary condition for the occurrence of selective exposure but on SNSs thediffusion of information is both an intentional and incidental process. Through what has been labelled by Lerman and Ghosh (2010) as information contagion,users are presented with new opportunities to heterogeneously expand their social and information networks. As a result, the formation of eco-chambers, where users will interact only with like-minded individuals (Sunstein, 2001) , appears less probable onFacebook. Hermida et al. (2011) report that SNSs are particularly valued information sources as they facilitate the exposure to a wider range of news and information. Accordingly, this study finds that Facebook enables the access to politically diverse content. This, however, may not be enough to counter the polarisation and fragmentation trends characterising the internet. Facebook is, in fact, not immune to selective exposure and accidental exposure to counter-attitudinal perspectives is only a component of the information consumption process. Academics celebrate Facebook's ability to provide a much larger sphere of potential influence for opinion leaders and opinion followers than other media environments (Zube,Lampe & Lin, 2009 ). In line with several studies addressing SNSs' political relevance Rainie, Smith, Lehman-Schlozman, Brady &Verba, 2012; Vickery, 2009) , this paper confirms that Facebook is a relevant source of political information. At the same time, it recognises that Facebook is not a universal tool.
The existence of ausage gap which could be described as Facebook dividelimitsthe impactof this SNS on society.In conclusion, Facebook is a potential antidote against political fragmentation and polarisation but its contributionto the formation of a more widely-informed electorateis yet to be established.
